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é 
THE DEATH OF JOHN SON OF ZEBEDEE. 


Is it really the case that ‘besides John the Apostle,. 
there was also the Elder John, residing in or near 
Ephesus about the same time’?! 

This tradition is fathered by Papias: .... ® ré 
‘Iwdvvyns . . . » Kal 56 mpecBitepos “Iwdvvys.2 It is, how- 
ever, ‘absolutely worthless’ in the eyes of Jilicher,* 
while von Soden‘ remarks on two traditions which, at 
the end of the third century, were combined in ‘the 
assertion that two Johns had lived in Ephesus, the 
Apostle and the Elder—of the first of whom the second 
century knew absolutely nothing, while the third’ cen- 
tury knew nothing of the second.’ ‘The tradition of 
Asia Minor,’ says von Dobschiitz,® ‘knows but one John 
only; who accordingly must be either the Apostle or 
the Elder’, and Erbes® now suggests that, if Dionysius 
had heard of two graves, they were rivals for the fame 
attaching to the sepulchre of the illustrious saint of 
Ephesus. 

Whether there were two Johns, or (as [ am per- 
suaded) one John only, tradition brings the Apostle John 

1 Cf. Silanus the Christian, p. 306. 


2Euseb, H. E. iii. 39. The first John disappears with Mr. E. 
Iliff Robson’s interesting, if venturesome, suggestion ‘that we 


should read (omitting rl) ..... 4 4 7 landBov } lwdvyva . . .. . 
Vide J. T. S., xiv. p. 440. 
3 Hinlettung, p. 368. 4 Early Christian Literature, p. 429. 


5 Liter. Zentralblatt, 52-53, col. 1779. 
6 Zeitschr. fur Kirchengesch, xxXiil., ii., 162. 
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to Ephesus. A disciple of Jesus makes his way thither. 
He is designated by ambiguous terms which might 
signify discipleship in the wider sense; he is identified 
with the ‘beloved disciple’; at length he figures as . 
John the Apostle and son of Zebedee, and extreme old 
age reached, he dies a natural death. From A.D. 180 
onwards he is regarded as author of the Fourth Gospel. 

Now, the tradition of the natural death in advanced 
years at Ephesus of the son of Zebedee, venerable 
though it be, is scarcely on the lines of reasonable ex- 
pectation. According to the recorded words of Jesus 
Mk. x. 39, it would appear that the two brothers were to 
share their Master’s fate; fulfilled to the letter in the 
case of James, the prophecy would have remained but 
half-fulfilled had not John lkewise died a martyr’s 
death! And again; the allusion Gal. ii. g—the last 
express reference in the New Testament to the Apostle 
John?—is very much to the point. ‘ Whether the pillar- 
apostle was more disposed to fraternise with the stricter 
James or was like the freer Peter,’ says Schirer,? ‘we 
do not know’; an impression is certainly conveyed 
that, extending the right hand of fellowship to Paul and 
Barnabas, John casts in his own lot with the Circum- 
cision. He is connected, perhaps significantly, with 
Samaria, but the curtain falls on him in Jerusalem: of 
hint there is none whatsoever that he is to quit his 
Palestinian home. On the whole, then, it would be far 
more natural to expect a statement to the effect that, 
whatever the locality and date, John the Apostle met a 
violent death. And it is precisely what is told by two 


1 Cf. Wellhausen, Marcusevglm, p. 90. According to Joh. Weiss 
(Schriften des N. T., i. p. 173) the narrative is suggestive of un- 
popularity which attached to the memory of the brother-pair. 

* Schwartz’s contention (Ueber den Tod dey Séhne Zeb., p. 5) that 
Paul means John Mark is surely far-fetched, 

8 The Fourth Gospel, p. 45. 
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authorities who, if untrustworthy as historians, are here 
in singular agreement in the terms of their report. 

Thus, in respect of the Apostle John, Georgios 
Hamartolos (c. A.D. 840): ITazias yap 6 ‘Teparddews émi- 
oKoros, aitémrns TovTov yevopevos, év TO Sevtépw Adyw TaY 
Kupiakav Aoyiwy pdoKke Ste i7d ‘lovdaiwy avypéOyn, tAnpdoas 
dyrady peta Tov adeAod THY Tod Xpicrod wepi avtav mpdp- 
pyc. 

And thus in an epitome probably based on the 
Chronicle of Philip of Side (c. A.D. 430): Mamias ev 76 
Sevtépw Adyw A€yer Stu “Iwdvvyns 6 Geoddsyos Kat “laxwBos 6 
adeApos avtrod trd “lovdaiwy avypébnoay. Papias himself 
could not, of course, have used the term 6 6eoAdyos. 

The express statement has been variously explained, 
not to say explained away. The text, it was argued, is 
corrupt; conjecture has dwelt on some confusion between 
the Baptist and the son of Zebedee.!_ So, I think, Zahn; 
otherwise Gutjahr,? who, identifying John of Asia with 
the Apostle, makes the candid admission : ‘ what reader, 
finding James and John in this conjunction, would ever 
have imagined that the Baptist was meant, would not 
have at once thought of the son of Zebedee?’ De 
Boor? is quite explicit: ‘henceforth there is no room for 
doubt that Papias did actually assert that the Apostle 
John was slain by Jews.’ To the same effect Schwartz, 
Holtzmann, and Schmiedel ; the latter inferring a com- 
paratively early death. Jiilicher’s* decision is: ‘the 
testimony of Papias is, accordingly, narrowed down to 
these few, but, no doubt, highly significant points: the 
son of Zebedee wrote the Fourth Gospel; its author, 


 1Cf. Sanday, Crivicism of Fourth Gospel, p. 103. 

2 Glaubwiirdigheit des Iven. Zeugnisses uber die Abfass. des 4ten kanon. 
Evgims., p. 110. 

8 Texte u. Untersuchungen, V. ii. p. 177. 

4 Of, cit., p. 368. 
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-even as James his brother, met his fate at the hands of 


Jews.’ And thus Swete:! ‘with this testimony before 
us it is not easy to doubt that Papias made some such 
statement, for the suggestion of a lacuna, offered by Bp. 
Lightfoot in 1875, is now scarcely tenable, though it 
has lately been revived by Harnack.’ 

Of course Papias may have blundered. The possi- 
bility—to say the least—remains that he was stating the 
truth; if so, how is the silence of Eusebius and others 
to be accounted for? A reminder comes from Boling- 
broke—it may have point here—that ecclesiastical his- 
torians are apt at the suppression of inconvenient facts. 

For the moment the Bishop of Hierapolis shall pass 
out of sight; and indeed the main purpose of this paper 
is to instance—as once before at Cambridge—certain 
notices and allusions which, apart from Papias, are 
more or less suggestive of the death by martyrdom of 
the Apostle John.? 

(i.) Clement of Alexandria.? A citation from Hera- 
cleon is followed by an allusion on the part of the latter 
to some who had not sealed their faith with their lives: 
e€ dv MarOaios, Bidummos, Owpas, Aevis kat dAXou 7oAXoL. 

The point, of course, is the ‘explicit denial of martyr- 
dom’ in a context which fails to make mention of the 
Apostle John. No demur is raised by Clement; as for 
Heracleon, he is one of the earliest witnesses to the 
existence of the Gospel which bears John’s name. The 
omission is significant; unless there be force in the 
objection that, with stories already current of Patmos- 
exile and caldron of boiling oil, ‘white,’ not ‘red,’ 

1 The Apocalypse, p. 175. 


2 Instanced originally by Bousset (Theol. Rundschau, 1905, pp. 225 ff.) 
and but lately discussed by Clemen (Entstehung des Johannesevgims, 
pp. 442ff.). Two only of the four have, so far as I am aware, 
received the attention of English scholarship. 


8 Stvom, iv. 9. 
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martyrdom is in question. It can hardly be that John 
is relegated to the GAXou modXol. 

(ii.) The Martyrdom of Andrew.! In the passage 
which falls for consideration the scene is laid in Jeru- 
salem; the apostles, so the tale runs, are met in con- 
clave; Peter stands up in the midst: why, says he, this 
delay to go about our work? Lots are cast, and their 
respective mission-fields are accordingly assigned: xat 
exAnpwbn UWeérpos tiv mepitopnv: “IdxwBos kat lwavvys tiv dva- 
toAnv’ Pidimmos Tas wéAEs THS Yapapias Kai tiv “Aciavy ... 

Pure legend. Philip the Evangelist is confused, as 
by Polycrates,? with the Apostle Philip. It is neverthe- 
less pertinent to ask whether the rjv dvarodyy of the 
allusion be compatible with the traditionary long resi- 
dence in Asia Minor of the younger brother of James. 

(iii.) The Syriac Martyrology.? It is dated A.D. 411. 
Drawn up at Edessa for the use of the local church, 
and based on an ‘ Ur-Martyrolog’ which Duchesne 
locates at Nicomedia, it contains as follows: 

Dec. 27. “Iwdvvys kal “TdxwBos of dadarodor év ‘Tepooo- 
Avprots. 
Dec. 28. “Ev “Popy rH rode. Taddos aardorodos Kat 
Svupedov Kydas 6 xopuvdatos r&y droord\wv 
rod Kupiov nudv. 

Here, as elséwhere (so Achelis), we have the popular 
tradition of a Church in regard to martyrs. It holds 
good in the case of Paul and Peter. Does it cease to 
hold good in the case of both the sons of Zebedee ? 

Two observations. And first; the Church (says 
Achelis) celebrated the names of those who, not neces- 
sarily martyrs in fact, took rank as martyrs; hence a 

_ possibility that John simply ranked as a martyr by 


1 Bonnet, Acta Apos. Apocr,, ii., i., 46f. 
2 Ruseb. H. E., ili. 31. 
3 Achelis, Die Martyrologien, in Abhandlungen, Gc., p. 58ff, 
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reason of stories which had gathered round his name. 
Secondly; the inference is not invariably to be drawn 
that martyrs commemorated actually suffered at the place 
instanced, or that, if coupled together, they suffered at 
the same place and date. If, then, John actually died 
a violent death, it would not necessarily be at Jerusalem, 
at the same time as James. 

The Calendar of Carthage, of later date, reads dif- 
ferently: | 

Dec. 27. S. Johannis Baptiste et Jacobi Apostoli 

quem Herodes occidit. \ 

But in this Calendar, while the Baptist is again com- 
memorated on June 24th, the Apostle John is not com- 
memorated at all;! and Achelis? (who, by the way, 
changes the quem into a plural: ‘die Herodes tédete’) 
fastens on a mistake whereby the Apostle has been 
ousted from his place. 

(iv.) Aphrahat.? In his homily De Persecutione, dated 
A.D. 343 or 344, the ‘ Persian Sage’ speaks thus: 

‘Great and excellent is the martyrdom of Jesus 
..-. To Him followel the faithful martyr Stephen 
whom the Jews stoned. Simon also and Paul were 
perfect martyrs. James and John trod in the foot- 
steps of their Master Christ. Also (other) of the 
Apostles thereafter in divers places confessed and 
proved themselves true martyrs.’ 

Inasmuch as Aphrahat, not confining himself to those 
who had actually yielded up their lives, makes room for 
others who had endured hardship, the question again 
arises whether—in an allusion which is, it may be, 
‘etwas vag’4—the Apostle be not simply accorded 

1 Burkitt, Gospel History and its Transmission, pp. 2536. 

2 Of, cit., p. 27. 

8 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, xiii., pp. 158, 401; Texte u, 


Untersuchungen, iii., pp. 320ff. 
4 So Erbes, of. cit., p. 202, 
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martyr-rank. Yet the context is highly significant; the 
closing words of the passage are suggestive of a rela- 
tively early death. 

These, then, are the four notices and allusions to 
which I here venture to invite attention. Severally they 
give us. pause; their cumulative effect is to awaken 
grave suspicion as to the traditional Ephesian residence, 
the peaceful death in extreme old age, of the Apostle 
John. They account, it may be, for the otherwise 
incomprehensible silence of Ignatius. They positively 
invite the conjecture that, somewhere or other, an ex- 
plicit statement to the effect that John son of Zebedee 
died a martyr’s death will come to the light of day. 

Well, such a statement is already to hand;—in the 
report which, attributed by two authorities to Papias, is 
in exact keeping with the recorded prophecy of Jesus. 

Let it be admitted that the ‘ venerable tradition which 
assures us that he (John) lived to be an old man, and 
that he did not come to a violent end’, has strong sup- 
port behind it. Yet there is a second stream of tradition 
to be reckoned with; and, this being the case, it is not 
so easy to dismiss ‘this story of the “red martyrdom” 
of John’ as ‘altogether untrustworthy’;! it becomes 
next door to impossible to speak of ‘the universal tra- 
dition of the Church’,? when there is after all ground 
for the surmise that ‘the fortunes of the Presbyter, his 
exile in Patmos, have been transferred to the Apostle’ 
whose ‘ tragic end, Papias notwithstanding, was speedily 
forgotten ’,? albeit the remembrance of it, refusing to 
die out altogether, apparently persisted in more than 
one quarter. The ‘tragic end’ granted, there is room 


_ for the sharp distinction between John the Apostle and 


1 Bernard, Ivish Church Quarterly, i., p. 52. 
2J. Armitage Robinson, Hist. Character of St. John’s Gospel, p. 79. 
8 Jalicher, op. Cit., pp. 369, 391, 
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son of Zebedee and that John of Asia Minor to whom 
later on the Johannine literature was attributed, which 
some are not slow to draw.! 

A pardonable digression ;—Who, then, was this John 
of Asia? Suffice it to say that conjecture has been 
busy with his identity. The ‘beloved disciple’ of the 
Fourth Gospel, he is conceivably the rich young man of 
whom it is said, Mk. x. 21: 6 6& ‘Ingots . . . ydryoe 
avrov. Is he really Lazarus?? For one he is the young 
Jerusalem aristocrat ;? another finds him in the John of 
Acts iv. 6; if author of the Fourth Gospel he is, it may 
be, the former Sadducee who has become the Christian.‘ 
Discovered in the veavicxos of Mk. xiv. 51 (not Mark 
himself), he is made the theme of venturesome specu- 
lation.® 

But to resume. On the assumption, scarcely gratui- 
tous, that the Apostle John did actually die a, martyr’'s 
death, a two-fold question is suggested. When and 
where did he suffer ? 

When? Not at the same time as James. The John 
of Gal. il. 9 being really the son of Zebedee, a teyminus a 
quo is suggested by the date of Paul’s conference with 
the ‘pillar-apostles’. John then vanishing from the 
scene (not to re-appear at Ephesus), the year of the 
Fall of Jerusalem might be the tevminus ad quem; it 
might be pushed somewhat back, if our Second Gospel 
falls within the period ‘after A.D.64 but not much after 
A.D. 70’,° and the inference be allowed that the prophecy 
of Jesus had necessarily been fulfilled in the case of both 
brothers before its publication. To turn to the question 


1 Bousset, op. cit. 

2W. K. Fleming, in Guardian of 19th Dec., 1906. Cf. Gutjahr, 
op. cit., p. 180. 

8 Delff, Rabbi Jesus. 4 Cf. Burkitt, op. cit., pp. 248f, — 3 

5 Erbes, op. cit. . 

6 Joh, Weiss, Schr. des N, T., i. 67. 
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of locality; if it be really true that the later years of the 
Apostle were spent in Asia Minor,! the martyr-death 
might possibly be referred to the machinations of ‘ Jews’, 
instigators later on when Polycarp was sent to the stake. 
The conjecture is precarious ;2 and besides, the ‘ vener- 
able tradition’ knows nothing whatsoever of a martyred 
John of Asia. If the Apostle ‘fell a victim to Jewish 
hate, it was only in Palestine that such a fate could have 
befallen him.’* Once more, then, pointed to ‘ the East ’4 
the allusion Gal. ii. 9 becomes again significant, while 
an appeal, perhaps, lies to the Muratorian fragment : 
John ‘seems to be thought of as still living at Jeru- 
salem’.> Was it there that he died? Or was the scene 
laid at Samaria—in the year A.D. 66; is the tomb still 
shown at Sebaste as Nabi Jahja’s in reality that of the 
Apostle John?® No decisive word is possible on either 
question. 

In fine, there is but one John of Asia Minor to be 
reckoned with. Going down, the old man full of years, 
to his Ephesian grave in peace, he was, it may be 
conjectured, that enigmatical yet real personage who 
somehow refuses identification with the son of Zebedee, 
the ‘ beloved disciple’. As for the Apostle John, it is 
within the bounds of probability that, whatever the 
locality and date, he died a martyr’s death. 


1 Clemen, op. cit., p. 456. 

2 On the question generally, vide Stanton, Gospels as Hist. Docu- 
ments, i. p. 167; Pfleiderer, Prim. Chyvistianity, i. pp. 128, 135; 
Schmiedel, Eugim., Briefe wu. Offenbavung des Joh., p. 8; Adeney, 
Thess. (in Cent. Bible), p. 10. 

8 Jiilicher, of. cit., p. 367. 4 Vide supra. 

5 Encycl. Bibl., ii. 2511 ; Jiilicher, of. cit., p. 363. 

8 Erbes, of. cit. 
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